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Asian Christians had called for separation from Western cultural influences.

Nor was it the first time, for that matter,, that an Asian government had
used a church’s Western connections to embarrass and harass it; and it was

not the first example of the temptation to substitute national Christianity

for Christian internationalism.

Fifty years earlier Japanese Christians had wrestled with the same
problem. At the end of the 19th century the Japanese church was shaken by

a raging controversy over how Western Protestantism, so recently in-

troduced into Japan, should relate itself to Japan’s own ancient traditions.

Yoshinobu Kumazawa, contributing to Gerald Anderson’s Asian Voices in

Christian Theology (1976: 182f.), distinguishes four Japanese responses. A
liberal wing, led by Danjo Ebina, moved in the direction of full absorption

of the gospel into a Christian nationalism. The God of the Bible was the god
of Japanese Shinto worship, and Christianity was simply “a developed form

of the Japanese spirit.” A second view, religiously less radical but still

theologically liberal, was more critical of Japanese culture. Instead of flow-

ing comfortably with the current of the Japanese spirit, this group sought to

change the direction of Japan’s modernization away from imperial na-

tionalism toward democracy. The first Socialist Party in Japan was or-

ganized in 1901, largely by Japanese Unitarians.

On the conservative side, a third response was that of mainline

Japanese protestants, who at that time put their hopes for eventual change

not so much in immediate corrections of Japanese society, but rather in the

forging of an effective Christian community within that society as an agent

for change. Still a fourth stream, more radically conservative theologically

and at the same time more radically Japanese culturally, called itself the

“No-Church Movement” (Mukyokai). Reacting against organized
Protestantism, it favored a voluntary-society type of loose church structure,

and was patriotically Japanese. “I am a Japanese,” said Uchimura. But its

patriotism was not idolatrous. It pressed purposefully and articulately for

changes in Japanese society to allow more justice and freedom for indi-

viduals under Japanese imperial rule.

But in this paper I must limit myself to an attempt to trace Asian
Christian responses to culture only up to about the seventh century, with an
occasional glance at the thirteenth. I will limit the geographical focus also,

to eastern Syria and Persia, for it was from there that the Church of the East

began its quite astounding Nestorian missionary explosion across Asia to

the Pacific. As for terminology, I use Asia in the sense of non-Roman Asia,

and I will not even try to untangle the many-colored religious, social, and
political strands which make up what we loosely call culture. There is no ac-

cepted definition of the word, and I am not inclined to invent a new one. I

use the word virtually interchangeably with “society,” or “civilization.”

My outline falls into three parts. First I will look briefly at Oriental
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began to take shape as an organized movement in the church. Those who

chose the harder, higher way, the way of complete discipleship, were called

“Covenanters,” “Sons and Daughters of the Covenant.” They were com-

panies of the totally committed—celibate, single-minded, and separate.

Voobus describes an early surviving sermon of Syrian origin as illustra-

tion. The preacher sees a host of pure virgins wearing crowns of everlasting

life, and entering the holy city singing the song of their triumph over sin.

They dance with the angels before the throne of Christ the bridegroom.

They are the pure ones. But there is a darker side to the vision. Outside the

gate is a group of women weeping bitterly. They are married women, and

too late they have discovered that by marriage they have excluded

themselves from paradise (Voobus 1960:1, 73).

As a model for the church community in general, it is not hard to see

that this ideal might prove unworkable. By the fourth century, as the Chris-

tian faith encountered a Persian culture in which celibacy was abhorred as

deviant and inhuman, church leaders like Aphrahat the Persian and

Ephrem the Syrian, though they themselves may have been “Sons of the

Covenant,” wisely refused to limit the rights and privileges of full mem-

bership in the Christian fellowship to the Covenanters. They began to dis-

cover that singleness of heart defined wholly as total celibacy not only

divided the sexes and destroyed the family, it could also split the church.

The tragedy in such extremism is that it robbed the congregational life

of the church of some of its most dedicated individuals. At times the effort

to enforce it sank into absurdity. One document of the time, the Pseudo-

Clementine De Virginitate, counsels Christians on the problem of how to

observe the traditional “kiss of peace” in congregational worship without

breaking the Covenanters’ vow of chastity and separation. The solution,

seriously proposed, was to wrap the right hand carefully in one’s robe and

cautiously extend it for a well-filtered kiss (in Voobus 1951: 82).

Obviously, whether in the interests of missionary expansion or of fi-

delity to Scripture or simply of Christian unity and fellowship, there was an

urgent need somehow to turn the church from negative separation to posi-

tive engagement with its environment, and for that the model of the dour

hermit brooding on his hill or the Covenanter guarding his or her celibacy

as a purer calling was not adequate. For leadership in the world rather than

out of it, Christians turned to another figure, the bishop in his “blessed

city.”

The Bishop in his “Blessed City.” Just such a turning point can be seen

in the life of Jacob of Nisibis at the end of the fourth century. Theodoret,

the fifth century church historian, describes how Jacob felt the early call to

solitary holiness, renounced the world, and went up into the mountains to

meditate and pray. He wore no clothes, used no fire (1864). But about A.D.
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But preeminently the bishop at his best was the champion of the poor,
as Segal has pointed out (1970: 87f.). In a foreshadowing of today’s mis-
sionary “option for the poor,” it was the bishop who took care of lepers and
provided hostels for the indigent. When the famine of 373 swept through
Edessa, and the poor, who always lived on the edge of starvation, were
reduced to beggary and died by the hundreds, it was Ephrem the Syrian, a
refugee from Persia, who organized their relief, for he was the only one the
wealthy citizens of the city would trust to use their donations for the starv-

ing and not for himself. So he cordoned off the streets and set up 300 beds
for the weak and dying and saw that the poor were fed with the money of
the rich. He was not a bishop, but he acted like one and was treated as one.
As he neared death he had to beg the people not to bury him in the bishop’s
cemetery but with his people, the poor.

Across the border in Persia proper the church never grew large enough
to produce a “blessed city’’ in the sense of a Christian center with enough
mass to leave its stamp on a nation’s major social structures. Church growth
advocates in mission situations are right. Where Christians remain only a
small minority, their influence on culture though not unimportant will
remain peripheral and probably temporary. All through the early centuries
in non-Roman Asia, for lack of a mass following, the bishops of the Nes-
torian church were never able in any significant way to change the cultures
about them, whether in India or China, or even in Persia, where they were
most visible. In such situations what influence the church did exert on its en-
vironment came from a more indirect, but in many ways more effective
agent of cross-cultural communication of the gospel in Asia, the teacher.

The Teacher in His School. For generations it was the School of the
Persians in Edessa that became the most effective channel of communica-
tion and cross-cultural exchange between Asia and the West. Persian Chris-
tians came there not only to study the Bible and the church fathers but also
to learn Greek philosophy and science and logic. At the end of the fifth

century, however, the school was caught in the bitter theological power
struggles of the Nestorian controversy and because of its staunch loyalty to
the excommunicated Nestorius, it was forced to flee across the border into
Persia. The West s loss was Asia’s gain. The refugee teachers brought with
them into Persia a refreshing burst of theological vigor and missionary
energy.

The glory of the school was in its Bible study. Scripture was the heart
and center of the curriculum. Students were given systematic training in bib-
lical exegesis after the manner of the “great interpreter,” Theodore of
Mopsuestia, whose sober, literal, textual interpretations were quite different
from the Alexandrian allegorical method which was popular in the West. So
important did Nestorian theological educators consider the study of the Bi-
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like Christianity which was being persecuted by Persia’s enemy, Rome. But
tne next dynasty, the Sassanids, who came to power in A.D. 225, were a dif-
ferent breed. Mihtantly nationalistic, they demanded a national religion and
revived the old traditions of the Zoroastrians. All other religions became
suspect as foreign, and none looked so potentially anti-Persian as Chris-
tianity when Rome turned Christian under Constantine. Very soon
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‘Jr
great Persian Persecubon began which first
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^ ChnStlanS Public,y as an alien community within an Asian

In defense, the Persian church strengthened its leadership In three
quick councils at the beginning of the fifth century it pulled its bishops to-
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the laborers are few; many are around the opening but nobody in the well”
(logia 9, 77, 78, 1 12) which sounds remarkably like a challenge to frontier
missions.

In less than two hundred years after the death of Christ, by the end of
the Parthian dynasty in Persia in A.D. 225, the holy wanderers of the Syrian
church had carried the faith, not just across the borders of Rome into
Persia, but halfway across Asia to the edges of India and the western ranges
of fabled China.

6

Even the bishops felt the missionary call and left their “blessed cities”
for service in far places. About the year A.D. 300, according to the Nes-
torian Chronicle ofSeen, David, bishop of Basra, where now Iran and Iraq
are locked in deadly combat, “left his see and departed for India where he
converted a multitude of people” (1971:236, 292). The missionary bishops
of Central Asia (in what is now Afghanistan and Turkestan), and in China
at the T ang dynasty capital of Chang’an, and in India, added the structural
strength of organizational discipline to the evangelistic zeal of the wander-
ing, ascetic pioneers.

As they went, these Nestorian missionaries carried with them also the
two distinguishing marks of the schooling of their teachers: knowledge of
the Scriptures and intellectual discipline. In order to teach the Scriptures to
the nomads of Central Asia, they first had to teach the nomads how to
write. A surviving account of a Nestorian mission to the Huns about A D
497 relates that the pioneers were two laymen, soon joined by a bishop and
lour priests. The ordained missionaries stayed only seven years, but the two
laymen remained with the Huns for thirty. They preached and baptized and
reduced the language of the Huns to writing for the first time (ibid., 128).

Farther east in China, when the missionaries encountered what was in
many ways an even more advanced culture than their own, there again it
was the missionary as teacher which proved to be the key to the opening of
the mission. The Nestorian Monument describes how the first known mis-
sionary to China, Alopen of Persia, arrived at the T’ang capital in A.D. 635

^
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„
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h
,
e “true sutras” (the true Scriptures) of a “true way,” the 24 books of

the Old Testament and the 27 books of the New.^ The new religion’s con-
nection with books provided an immediate breakthrough into the cultured
mind of China which so highly prized learning. The T’ang emperor himself
invited the Persian into the imperial library and ordered him to begin trans-
iting his books into Chinese at once. The missionary as teacher is an
honored, ancient model in Asia.

In closing, we must not be too quick in our criticisms of the patriarchs
They compromised, they vacillated, but they survived. They were shepherds
who did not flee and leave the flock. They stayed at their posts and
preserved a continuity of visible Christian presence in Asia, a church which
survived for another thousand years. Even under the harsh limitations and
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